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Which work characteristics predict 
employee outcomes for the public-sector 
employee? An examination of generic and 
occupation-specific characteristics 
Andrew Noblet, Stephen T.T. Teo, John McWilliams and John 
J.Rodwell 
Abstract The wide-ranging ch,mges that have occurred in the public sector over 
recent years have placed increasing demands on public-sector employees. A survey of 
employees within a relatively commercially-oriented public-sector organization 
in Australia was used to test a demand-oriented generic model of employee well-being 
and a variety of situation-specific variables. The presence of support at work and the 
amount of control an employee had over their job were found to be key predictors of 
employee-level outcomes. Perceptions of pay and the perception of a lack of human 
resources (HR) were also found to predict employee outcome vaJ1ables. The results 
emphasize the impact that middle managers and HR managers can have in terms of 
reducing the detrimental employee effects that can be caused by the introduction of new 
public management (NPM) and the potential for a positive impact on employees. In 
particular, public-sector managers can use the design of jobs and the development of social 
support mechanisms, such as employee assistance programmes, to maintain, if not 
improve, the quality of working life experienced by their employees. More broadly, this 
study has found that the job strain model is a useful tool in a public-sector environment and 
is likely to be of increasing utility with the continuing introduction or consolidation of 
NPM over time. Managing these issues in the new public sector could be a key means of 
protecting the key resource of the Australian public sector -- the employees. 
Keywords New public management; occupational stress: employee well-bcing. 
Over the last two decades, the management of public-sector organizations has undergone 
a substantial change. A key component of this change has been the adoption of 
managerial practices in the public service, often called 'new public management' (NPM) 
(Boyne, 2002; Kearney and Hays, 1998: Osborne and Gaebler. 1992). In the Australian 
public sector managerial reforms have been adopted as part of NPM, Examples of NPM 
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include changes to organizational structures, systems and processes (such as 
restructuring, compulsory competitive tendering), performance auditing and the partial 
or full privatization of state-owned entities (e.g. Aulich ef aI., 2001; Dixon et al., 1996). 
NPM in Australia has focused on achieving cost-efficiency, budget accountability and 
an improved customer focus in service delivery (e.g. Dixon et aI., 1996; Parker and 
Bradley, 2000). Tn some organizations, there is also an increasing push by management to 
ensure they possess the appropriate organizational capabilities to compete with private-
sector organizations that operate in similar markets, especially in terms of human 
resource management (HRM)' The adoption of NPM has a number of HRM 
consequences. including organizational restructuring, redundancies and retrenchments, 
and a renewed emphasis on accountability in public policy programmes (Ryan, 1993). 
Despite the move towards NPM in the public sector, the extent to which the adoption of 
private-sector values in the public sector is appropriate is still being debated (Kearney 
and Hays, 1998; Thompson and Miller, 2003). 
Public-sector reforms that separate purchase and provider functions, such as 
compulsory competitive tendering, have created an entrepreneurial spirit among 
manager~ (Aulich ef aI., 2001; Osborne and Gaebler, 1992). The degree and nature of 
change sweeping throughout the public sector requires the adoption of a new culture (e.g. 
increasing focus on quality of service. value for money and performance accountability) 
and new skills and competencies in relation to corporate managerial practices (such as 
downsizing and shifts in organizational culture) and other human resource practices 
(such as team work). The push towards the adoption of NPM places additional demands 
on public-service employees, which leads to an increase in the stresses they are under 
(Korunga et al., 2003; McHugh and Brennan, ]994; Schafer and Toy, 1999). However, 
more research evidence is needed demonstrating that public-sector employees are 
working under increasingly heavy demands, and that these new roles. activities and 
demands are causing public-sector employees strain (Korunga et aI., 20(3). 
Consequently, given that public-sector agencies depend on their people for competitive 
advantage, effective HRM is increasingly important, especially in terms of aligning the 
new public management culture with employee outcomes, such as well-being. 
The next sections of this paper explore the changing nature of public-sector 
management, the job strain experienced by public-sector employees and the effects of job 
strain on psychological health, job satisfaction and organizational commitment. The 
following scctions then review thc method used, the statistics used and the results. 
Thc theoretical and practical implications of the results are then discussed by considering 
the effect of the changing culture in public-sector agencies on the well-being and 
attitudes of employees. 
NPM, job stress and public-sector employees 
The peak union body in Australia. the Australian Council of Trade Unions, has expressed 
concerns that intensification leads to reduced staffing. increased workloads and 
monitoring of individual performance (ACTU. 2003). The original approach of work 
intensification has much in common with NPM, with an emphasis on the reduction of 
skill content in order to achieve tighter managerial control and lower labour costs. 
Evidence is beginning to show that NPM refonns within the public-sector environment 
can result in work intensification and increased job demands for public-sector employees 
(Korunga et al., 2003: Schafer and Toy. 1999). Public-sector managers face a number of 
constraints (such as scarce financial resources, problematic labour relations and weighty 
and limiting government regulations), which can, at times. result in a highly stressful 
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working environment (Schafer and Toy, 1999). Increased pace of work is also 
reported for professional groups within the public sector, such as academics 
(Chandler et al.. 2002), public safety directors (Crank, 1991), nurses (Brannon, 1994) 
and social workers (Butler, 1990). Indeed, work intensity has been found to be the most 
significant factor in determining job satisfaction in a survey of social workers in the USA 
(Butler, 1990). 
Public-sector employees face stressors from several directions as their decisions and 
actions affect citizens (community). colleagues, subordinates, supervisors and their 
personal lives (Morrison, 1977). Long-tenn exposure to stressors can lead to physical 
symptoms experienced by public-sector employees - a result that has been found in 
thirty-four work settings in the USA, Canada and other international sites (Golembiewski 
et ai., 1998). 
Therefore, from a health and well-being perspective, the impact of these increasing 
job demands and other work characteristics on public-sector employees needs to be 
examined. Similarly. from a public-sector-specific perspective, public-sector manage-
ment research that seeks to evaluate the effectiveness of the adoption of NPM from the 
perspective of public-service employees has often been called for (Ferlie et al., 2003). 
The impact of job demands and work characteristics on the employees' well-being is 
represented by the dominant model within the stress literature, initially based on 
Karasek's (1979) job demands - control model, which is often known as the job strain 
modeL 
The job strain model 
The job strain model (JSM) will be used to help identify the work characteristics that 
contlihute to employee well-being, as assessed in terms of job stress and other employee 
outcomes. The JSM is one of the most widely used theoretical models underpinning 
large-scale occupational stress research (Fox et al., 1993). Karasek's (1979) original JSM 
used a two-dimensional design involving job demands and job control to predict the 
amount of unresolved stress, known as strain, the individual was under, which, in tum, 
predicted stress-related psychological and physical illness. The original 1SM has since 
been expanded to include social support following studies demonstrating the moderating 
effects of social support on job strain (Karasek and Theorell, 1990). The ISM proposes 
that the strain fclt by the employee increases when the demands of a situation exceed the 
levels of job control and social support available to the individual (Karasek et al., 1981). 
High-strain jobs therefore represent those situations where the demands arc not matched 
by adequate levels of decision-making authority and/or support from supervisors and 
colleagues. Similarly, social support from supervisors, co-workers and family and friends 
are important in managing employee health in the public sector (Dunseath et ai., 1995) 
and social support has been found to moderate the levels of strain felt by quasi-public-
sector employees in a university environment (Sargent and Terry, 2000). 
However, while the JSM has been found to offer key insights into the work-strain 
relationship, generic models have been criticized for focusing too heavily on a narrow 
range of generalized work characteristics while ignoring more situation-specific 
variables (Sparks and Cooper, 1999). These views are supported by recent studies 
indicating that combined generic and situation-specific models account for significantly 
larger proportions of strain than if the generic model alone is used (e.g. Beehr et al., 
20()O: Noblet et al., 2003). Research examining the impact of NPM on public-sector 
employees would subsequently need to augment generic models such as the JSM with 
situation-specific variables. 
1418 The International Journal (!f Human Resource Management 
Stress outcomes: Employee well-being and attitudes 
Chronic occupational stress can be regarded as both a serious public health concern and a 
major impediment to organizational success. In human terms, chronic job stress is 
associated with a range of physical (e.g. sleep deprivation), psychological 
(e.g. depression), social (e.g. interpersonal conflict) and behavioural (e.g. alcohol and 
other drug abuse) health problems (Levi, 1996). 
The increasing emphasis on a customer service culture, results (or output) 
orientation. flatter management structures, greater devolution of authority, 
broader and morc multi-skilled jobs and greater concentration on performance 
and output measures have all contributed to an increasing level of job stress (Dunseath 
et aI., 1995: McHugh and Brennan, 1994: Schafer and Toy, 1999). Occupational 
stress can contribute to a number of outcomes that are critical to organizational success, 
including absenteeism, labour turnover and job perfonnance (Motowidlo et aI., 1986: 
Yagil, 1998). 
More directly, two outcome variables that are frequently used as indicators of 
employee well-being are psychological health and job satisfaction (Warr, 1990). 
Psychological health refers to the feelings people have irrespective of any particular 
setting (that is, context-free wcll-being), while job satisfaction captures the feelings 
people have about themselvcs in relation to their job (that is, job-specific well-being). 
Occupational stress has been shown to be related to job satisfaction, whereby the greater 
the stresses, the lower the satisfaction (Burke, 1976; Warr, 1990). Similarly, work 
characteristics that impact on strain have also been found to impact on other outcomes 
such as satisfaction and commitment, although the similarities and differences in 
the pattern of relationships between characteristics and outcomes can also be valuable 
(e.g. as demonstrated by Schaubroeck and Fink, 1998). 
The key driver of NPM, work intensification, has been found to be associated with 
decreasing job satisfaction and increasing job strain (Green, 2002). More specifically, 
work intensity has becn connected to stress tbrough the same mechanisms that have been 
shown to impact on satisfaction, for example, through the mechanism of job 
characteristics (Butler, 1990: McGrath, 1976). That is, changes in job redesign are likely 
to have an impact on stress levels and job satisfaction, and the JSM, as a key job redesign 
model, provides a framework for understanding the effect of work intensification as a 
source of job demand. 
Consequently, the present study will investigate both the generic variables contained 
within the JSM and stressors that are specific to the public sector. to identify their impact 
on job strain, job satisfaction and organizational commitment. Identifying and measuring 
these two sets of variables will maximize opportunities for identifying work 
characteristics that are particularly influential in the strain experienced by public-sector 
employees. 
Hvpothesis 1: The generic dimensions of the JSM and the job-specific stressors will 
be significant predictors of the strain experienced by public-sector 
employees. 
Hypothesis 2: The generic dimensions of the JSM and the job-specific stressors will 
be significant predictors of the job satisfaction experienced by public-
sector employees. 
Hypothesis 3: The generic dimensions of the JSM and the job-specific stressors will 
be significant predictors of the organizational commitment experi-
enced by public-sector employees. 
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Methods 
Data alld sample 
Sample selection The participants in this study were staff from an autonomous division 
.within a medium to large public-sector organization. The division was the most 
commercially oriented of thc divisions within the public-sector organization. 
The division was not fully commercialized, in that it was operating at the level of a 
community business or commercial business, and was not entirely self-funding 
(Botsman, 1990). Many of the activities undertaken by the division have close parallels 
to those of a retail company and the division is managed on a basis very similar to a 
private-sector retail firm. 
The division was located in a state capital city in Australia and employed 407 
employees, the vast majority of whom worked in professional, administrative and 
clerical positions. All staff were invited to participate in the study and a copy of the 
questionnaire, along with a letter from the CEO explaining the aim and content of 
the survey, was sent to employees' home addresses. Once they had completed their 
questionnaire, respondents were asked to seal the questionnaire in a reply-paid envelope 
and to return to the first author. Reminder e-mails were sent to employees five and ten 
business days after the initial distribution. 
A total of 199 staff members completed and returned their survey questionnaires, 
representing a 49 per cent response rate. To summarize the demographic characteristics 
of the sample, almost three-quarters (72 per cent) of the respondents were male, 63 per 
cent were aged 40 years and over and almost aU (97 per cent) were permanent employees. 
Measures 
The questionnaire used in this study was divided into three sections. The first section 
included three self-report scales that were designed to measure the dependent variables, 
psychological health, job satisfaction and organizational commitment. The scales 
covered in the second section assessed the independent variables and these included job 
control, job demand, social support and situation-specific stressors. In the third section, 
respondents were requested to provide demographic information, including age, gender 
and position type (permanent or not). 
Psychological health The GHQ-12 consists of two sets of six items that are designed to 
measure self-perceived psychological health (Goldberg and Williams, 1988). The first set 
of items deals with healthy functioning (e.g. able to concentrate) and the second set deals 
with abnormal fUllctioning (e.g. losing self-confidence). Participants were asked to 
complete a 4-point scale ranging from 'not at all' (scored as 0) to 'much more than usual' 
(scored as 3). Higher scores indicated higher levels of perceived health. The scale had 
a Cronbach's alpha of 0.91. 
Job satisfaction Job satisfaction was measured using a fifteen-item scale developed 
by WaIT and collcagues (1979). This scale was designed to measure the satisfaction-
dissatisfaction felt by participants in relation to various aspects of work (for example, 
physical conditions, management, salary and job security). Minor changes were made 
to the tenns used in the scale to ensure it reflected the language used by study 
participants. Participants responded on a 7-point scale ranging from 'very satisfied' to 
'very dissatisfied' (i.e. the higher the score, the higher the dissatisfaction). The scale had 
a Cronbach's alpha of 0.91. 
Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations am(lng study variables 
Mean SD 2 
I Psychological health 21.47 SA6 
2 Job satisfaction 7S.0l IS.04 O.S8*' 
3 Organizational 19.75 4.27 0.28** 0.52** 
commitment 
3 Job demand 42.11 6045 -0.38** -0.22** 
4 Job control 33.12 S.56 0.14** 0042** 
5 Social support - work 37.92 9.97 0.58** 0.74** 
6 Social support - nOll-work 51.53 10.53 0.26** 0.21** 
7 Not enough time 2.8l 1.19 -0.46** -0040** 
8 Pay not as good 2.70 1.30 -(1.31** - 0047** 
9 Heavy workloads 2.77 1.22 -0.47** -0.32** 
10 System fault~!breakdowns 2.68 1.13 -0.13 -0.26** 
I I Lack of human resources 2.73 1.22 -0.41** -0.44** 
Nores 
• p < .05; •• p < .01. 
3 4 5 6 
-CUll 
0.28** 0.26** 
0.38** -0.26** 0.27** 
0.24** -O.l7* -0.03 (1.35** 
-0.22** 0.58 0.08 -0.36** 
-0.36** 0.25** -0.07** -0.33** 
-0.13** 0.61** 0.09 -0.33** 
-0.19** 0.20** -0.15* -O.l7* 
-0.20 -0.49** O.oJ -0.35** 
7 8 9 10 ]] 
-n.23** 
-0.15' 0.45** 
-0.23** 0.75** 0040** 
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Organizational c.ommitment This variable was measured using six items from Porter 
et al.' s (1974) scale. An example item is: 'I am willing to put in a great deal of effort 
beyond that normally expected in order to help this organization be successful.' Each 
item was rated on a 5-point scale ranging from' I' strongly disagree to '5' strongly agree. 
The scale had a Cronbach's alpha of 0.83. 
Job control Participant perceptions of the amount of control they experienced at work 
were measured using Karasek's (1985) nine-item decision latitude scale. Participants 
were asked to respond on a 5-point scale ranging from 'strongly disagree' to 'strongly 
agree' (i.e. the higher the score, the higher the level of agreement). The scale had a 
Cronbach's alpha of 0.87. 
Job demand The Quantitative Workload scale was used to measure job demands 
(Caplan et at., 1980). This is an eleven-item scale that encompasses both psychological 
and physical job demands. Participants were asked to respond on a 5-point scale ranging 
from 'rarely' to 'very often'. The scale had a Cronbach' s alpha of 0.87. 
Social support Support in work and non-work life were measured separately using the 
seventeen-item scale developed by Etzion (1984). Participants were asked to indicate the 
extent to which various support features are present in their work and non-work lives. 
Nine of the items assessed the level of SUppOlt received from work sources (that is, 
supervisors, co-workers and subordinates) while the remaining eight items measured the 
support from non-work sources (that is, family and friends). Participants recorded their 
rcsponses on a 5-point scale ranging from 'always present' to 'never present'. The 
Cronbach's alphas for the work and non-work sub-scales were 0.88 and 0.89 
respectively. 
Job-specific stressors Participants were asked to respond to a twenty-seven-item 
situation-specific stressors scale that required them to indicate the extent to which each of 
the factors listed was a source of stress in their job (see Appendix for the situation-
specific stressors included in this scale). A 5-point scale ranging from 'not at all' to 
'major source of stress' was used. The situation-specific stressor items were based on the 
results of a qualitative study involving a cross-section of staff members. In this study, a 
semi-structured focus group was undertaken to identify the sources of stress experienced 
by participants. Eleven staff. representing a cross-section of the division. took part in this 
focus group. The results revealed twenty-seven separate stressors that were experienced 
by participants. Member validation checks and comparisons with the occupational stress 
literature (e.g. Cox and Cox, 1993) indicated that the overall analysis had satisfactory 
levels of intemal and external validity. 
Result., 
All statistical analyses were undertaken using SPSS 11.5 for Windows. Pre-analysis 
screening revealed there were no patterns identified in the missing data and the missing 
data were treated using listwise deletion (Roth, 1994). 
The descriptive statistics and correlations are shown in Table I. The correlations were 
conducted to highlight the pattern of relationships between five situation-specific 
stressors and the generic conditions represented in the JSM (that is, job demand, job 
control !md work-based support). The five situation-specific stressors used in the 
bivariate correlations were selected by taking those stressors that were rated by at least 50 
Table 2 Summary (~r hierarchical rexression analyses .f(Jr variables predicting psvcholoXical health, job satisfaction and organizational commitment 
Psychological Job Organizational 
health satisfaction commitment 
Independent B SEB f3 .:1R2 B SEB f3 JR2 B SEB f3 .:1R2 
variable 
Step 1 
Job demand -0.08 0.07 -0.10 0.08 0.15 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.04 
Job control 0.05 0.07 0.05 0.59 0.14 0.21 *** 0.14 0.06 0.19* 
Support (work) 0.24 0.04 0.43*** 0.85 0.08 0.57*** 0.15 0.04 0.35*** 
Support (non-work) 0.03 0.03 0.06 0.39*** -0.08 0.07 -0.05 0.60*** 0.05 0.03 0.12 0.22*** 
Step 2 
Not enough time -0.50 0.45 -0.10 -1.68 0.91 -0.14 -0.60 0.40 -0.16 
Pay not as good 0.01 0.31 0.01 -2.19 0.62 -0.19** -0.60 0.27 -0.18* 
Heavy workloads -0.53 0.46 -0.12 1.56 0.94 0.13 0.19 0.40 0.05 
System faults/ 0.32 0.32 0.07 -O.oJ 0.65 0.00 -0.30 0.28 -0.08 
breakdowns 
Lack ofHR -0.24 0.38 -0.05 O.ot -2.49 0.77 -0.21 ** 0.07*** 0.13 0.33 0.04 0.04* 
Noles 
• p < .05; *. p < .01; ••• p < .001. 
~ 
tv 
tv 
;;i 
'" ::r ;;; 
~ §< 
~ 
'-. 
C 
~ 
12. 
~ 
~ 
~ 
:::: 
::0:;, 
~ 
~ 
'" 
" " ~ 
5 
OQ 
~ 
ii; 
~ 
Noblet et at.: Work characteristics alld private-sector employee outcomes 1423 
per cent of respondents as being a moderate, large or major source of stress (that is, a 
score of 3, 4 or 5 on the 5-point scale). There was a clear gap between the top five job-
specific stressors and the next most common source of stress. The purpose of identifying 
the most common stressors was to ensure that the selected sources of stress were relevant 
to as many of the respondents as possible (see Table I for a full list of the job-specific 
stressors and the percentage of respondents who rated each stressor a moderate to major 
source of stress). 
A prominent feature of Table I is the large number of significant correlations between 
the dependent and independent variables. All of the components of the JSM and the job-
specific stressors were correlated with psychological health. Similarly. all but one of the 
independent variables were significantly correlated with job satisfaction. From these 
correlations alone it is not possible to determine the relative importance of the generic 
and situation-specific stressors. Multiple regression was therefore used to assess the 
predictive capacity of thc JSM and the job-specific stressors. 
A two-step hierarchical regression was performed for each of the target variables: 
psychological health. job satisfaction and organizational commitment. The JSM 
variables - job demand. job control and work support - were entered in the first step so 
as to ascertain their main effects on the independent variables. The evaluation of 
assumptions, particularly when investigating collinearity and multicollinearity, indicated 
that the data were robust to the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity 
of residuals inherent to the multiple regression analyses (Tabachnick and Fiddell. 1996). 
Initially, the JSM's interactive terms (i.e. demand x control, demand x support (work), 
control x support and job demand x job control x social support) were added to the 
regression analysis, after the individual components of the model had been entered 
(Dwyer and Ganster, 1991). However these interactive variables were later omitted due 
to the generally high level of multicollinearity they created (Hair et al., 1998). The results 
of the regression analyses also revealed that the multiplicative terms contJibuted little to 
the overall predictive capacity of the model and none were found to be predictive of the 
outcome measures. 
The results of the multiple regression analyses in Table 2 indicate that support from 
work sources was a significant predictor of a\l three outcome measures. Job control was 
strongly linked to job satisfaction, and to a lesser extent organizational commitment. but 
did not predict psychological health. The stressor 'pay not as good as good as other 
people doing similar work' was the only situation-specific variable to predict the 
outcome measures. Swapping the order of the blocks of predictor variables achieved the 
same results. 
The overall equation for psychological health in Table 2 was significant (R2adj = 0.405. 
F (9,154) = 13.318,p < 0.(01). The overall equation was also significant for the outcome 
measures of job satisfaction CR2adj = 0.672, F (9, 152) = 37.705, p < (>.001), and 
organizational commitment (R2adj = 0.258. F (9, 154) = 7.313, p < 0.001). In terms of 
the relative contribution of the two sets of independent variables, the components of the 
JSM accounted for 87 per cent of the explained variance in psychological health, 89 per cent 
of the explained variance in job satisfaction and 84 per cent of the explained variance in 
organizational commitment. 
Discussion 
This study investigated the generic dimensions of the JSM and the job-specific stressors 
that could be predictors of the experienced strain, job satisfaction and organizational 
commitment of public-sector employees, within an environment that operated under 
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many of the principles espoused by NPM. The most important predictor, across 
outcomes, was the perceived presence of social support at work. Similarly, the degree of 
control that employees had over their work was a predictor of both work-specific 
outcomcs - job satisfaction and organizational commitment. 
The work-health relationship 
The results of the regression analyses indicate that the work characteristic 'social 
support' was closely linked to the well-being and commitment of employees. This 
variable accounted for large proportions of the explained variance in all three outcome 
measures - psychological health, job satisfaction and job commitment - and suggests 
that support from work-based sources can offer valuable opportunities for boosting the 
health and commitment of employees. 
The predictive capacity of work support adds weight to a growing number of studies 
that have shown strong associations between the advice. assistance and feedback 
rcceivcd from colleagues and supervisors and employee well-being (Beehr et al .• 1990; 
Leong et al., 1996). Supervisors and more senior personnel are a particularly valuable 
source of support since they often have the authority and the knowledge to address the 
specific work-related needs of employees (Beehr et al., 1990). Similarly, our results 
emphasizing the importance of social support concur with the findings of previous 
studies (e.g. Sargent and Terry, 1998), where a high level of non-work support and co-
worker support was found to mitigate the negative effects of high job strains in a (quasi-
public-sector) university setting. Mechanisms such as regular feedback sessions and 
work unit meetings need to ensure that the workloads of employees are being monitored 
and that staff are receiving the informational and appraisal support they need (House. 
1981). 
The positive relationship found between job control and job satisfaction also resonates 
with previous research (e.g. Schaubroeck and Fink, 1998). A number of experimental and 
longitudinal studies have strengthened the view that control is an important causal 
determinant of job strain (e.g. Bosma et al., 1997; Jackson, 1983). The present study's 
results indicate that having a say in what happens in the workplace helps employees to 
address or avoid stressful situations and, overall. to achieve higher levels of well-being. 
Components of the JSM predicted all of the employee-oriented outcome variables 
within a relatively commercially oriented Australian public-sector agency. Work support 
predicted all three of the outcome variables and job control predicted the job-specific 
outcome measures. In contrast, the job-specific factors impacted more on the job-specific 
outcomes measures (job satisfaction and organizational commitment) than on the 
context-free outcome variable - strain. The result shows that job-specific stressors 
predicted job-specific outcomes. whereas the JSM variables were predictive of both 
general well-being and job-related outcomes. Consequently, the JSM appears to be 
universally applicable in the public-sector context and the situation-specific issues may 
be useful for enhancing the JSM's prediction of job-specific outcomes. 
The situation-specific stressor (salary not as good as other people doing similar work) 
was predictive of both job satisfaction and organizational commitment. This stressor is 
connected to two key expectations that employees have when they begin employment 
with an organization: that they will be treated fairly and that they will be recognized for 
the work they do (Giga. 200 I). Policies and procedures that appear to discriminate 
unfairly between employees. or are perceived to value some employees more than others, 
breach these expectations and are a common source of dissatisfaction and resentment. 
The challenge for the public-sector organization involved in the present study is to 
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address the perception of salary inequity and ensure that employees feel they are fairly 
recognized and rewarded for their work. 
From a public-sector management perspective. the above finding raises an important 
practical implication for those public-sector agencies that have yet to adopt NPM or that 
are making significant progress down the path of commercialization and corporatization. 
The first implication argues for thc contribution of managers in reducing the stress that 
may be caused by the introduction of NPM. Managers, especially middle managers, have 
a key role in change management (Currie. 2000). Lower-level employees in particular 
can be a casualty of NPM-style changes (Korunga et ai., 2003). To reduce job strain and 
to enhance employee well-being, it is important for the management group, especially 
those in middle management, to communicate and manage the change management 
initiatives formulated by senior management. 
There was also considerable evidence to suggest that resource-related issues need to 
be addressed by the public-sector organization participating in the present study. Well 
ovcr half of the survey respondents (58 per cent) indicated that 'not having enough time 
to do the job as well as you would like' was a moderate to major source of stress. 
Similarly, one in two participants reported that a 'lack of human resources to accomplish 
tasks' was a moderate to major source of stress. Although the regression analyses 
indicated that only one of these variables (lack of human resources) predicted the 
outcome measures, the large proportion of employees who were concerned by resource-
related stressors strongly suggests that resource issues need to be a priority when 
developing stress-prevention strategies. 
The efficiency drives of the 1980s and the 1990s. which were particularly prominent 
in the public sector (Armstrong. 1998; Burke and Leiter, 2000), have resulted in many 
organizations striving to achieve increasingly higher levels of performance without 
commensurate rises in time or resources (Cooper, 1998). The dominance of the 'leaner 
and meaner' mindset is expected to increase rather than decrease in the foreseeable future 
and. hence, an increasingly large proportion of employees is likely to be impacted upon 
by resource-related stressors, especially the lack of human resources. A key task for 
many organizations will be to continually monitor and address the resource needs of their 
employees and ensure that they have sufficient levels of time and support to complete 
assigned tasks. 
Our findings also suggest that the adoption of NPM has some direct negative 
implications at the employee level (that is, increasing job strain). Just as the adoption of 
NPM in British academe has resulted in an intensification of the labour of the academics 
as intellectual workers, which has resulted in a range of negative responses such as 
collusion, resentment and resistance (Chandler et al., 2002), it would appear that the 
reform of the case organization, as part of the government's push to reform the public 
sector by doing things better (Armstrong, 1998), has caused certain, unsupported, public-
service employees to experience higher levels of job-related strain. 
From a public-sector management perspective, this study's results have practical 
signil1cance for public-sector HRM managers. As employee champions, public-sector 
HRM managers have to deal with the day-to-day preoccupations of individual employees 
in relation to stress caused by organizational restructuring. Consequently, public-sector 
HR managers have to focus on providing welfare activities for those employees affected 
by change, by performing the role of an employee champion (Teo et aI., 2003). HRM 
managers have to ensure changing attitudes are introduced and sustained through change 
activities, such as communication and training (Jaconelli and Sheffield, 2000). 
The third implication relates to the need to match organizational culture with 
managerial initiatives (e.g. Korunga et ai., 2003; Teo et ai., 2003). This can be achieved 
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through the implementation of organizational support practices such as employee 
assistance programmes (EAPs) (West and West, 1989). With the introduction of NPM, 
previous research has shown a transition from an inwardly oriented culture to that of an 
external or market orientation (e.g. Parker and Bradley, 2000; Teo ef ai., 2003). This shift 
in cultural orientation has negative structural implications, in that there is a mismatch 
betwecn culture, strategy, structure and job redesign. A suggested way forward in 
reducing job strain is to implement EAPs as a means of providing some form of work and 
non-work support for public-sector employees (Dunseath ef al., 1995; West and West, 
1989). When NPM changes are introduced or advanced further within an organization. 
EAPs and other social support mech,misms at work may provide a key means of ensuring 
that the well-being of employees is not (overly) detrimentally affected. 
Limitatiolls and future research implicatiolls 
There are two limitations that need to be kept in mind when assessing the results of the 
present study. First, the study employed a cross-sectional design and therefore the results 
are limited to the situation when the participants were surveyed. The ability to develop 
firm conclusions regarding the predictive capacity of the JSM and job-specific stressors 
would be strengthened by a longitudinal study. 
The second limitation relates to the reliance on the subjective views of the participants 
and the concern this raises about common method variance. This concern applies more to 
the dependent, rather than the independent variables, wherein additional objective 
measures of the outcome valiables would have enhanced the validity of the findings. 
However, some reassurance is gained from research that has shown a high correlation 
between expert ratings of job conditions and subjective assessments (Karasek et al., 
1981; Spector, 1992), and from the support that has been shown for the use of self-report 
measures of the outcome variables, especially commitment (Goffin and Gellatly. 2000). 
A further issue with this study's findings is that the strength of the social support 
relationship for all of the outcome variables may reflect a systematic long-term self-
selection altefact. For example, the individuals who tend towards public-sector jobs may 
have needs for work environments that have high levels of social support. Despite this 
potential attefact, the findings from this study are still relevant because it is the particular 
employees in the public sector, even if self-selected, who are having to deal with work as 
employees under the NPM. 
Conclusion 
The wide-ranging changes that have occurred in the public sector over recent years are 
placing increased demands on public-sector employees. The presence of support at work. 
the amount of control over their work, perceptions of pay and the perception of a lack of 
human resources were found to predict employee outcome variables. The results 
emphasize the impact that middle managers and HRM managers can have in terms of 
reducing the detrimental employee effects that can be caused by the introduction of NPM 
and the potential for a positive impact on employees. In particular, public-sector 
managers can use the design of jobs and the development of social support mechanisms, 
such as employee assistance programmes to maintain, if not improve, the lot of 
employees. Managing these issues in the new public sector could be a key means of 
protecting the key resource of the public sector - the employees. More broadly, this 
study has found that the JSM is a useful tool in a public-sector environment and is likely 
to be of increasing utility with the continuing introduction or consolidation of NPM 
over time. 
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Appendix 
Situatio/l-specific stressor. I' and percentage of respondents who rated each stressor a 
moderate, large or major source of stress 
Item 110. 
15 
17 
14 
6 
4 
9 
13 
10 
5 
16 
18 
27 
3 
7 
23 
2 
12 
25 
11 
22 
24 
8 
19 
21 
26 
20 
References 
Sources of stress 
Not having enough time to do job as well as you would like 
Pay not as good as other people doing similar work 
Heavy workloads 
Equipment/system breakdowns or faults 
Lack of human resources to accomplish tasks 
Performance management scheme 
Unrealistic performance targets 
Balancing the competing demands of management and customers 
Not having any say in what happens in your organization 
Other staff not pulling their weight 
Lack of opportunity to take on more senior roles 
The prospect of doing the same job for the next 5 - 10 years 
Lack of recognition for good work 
Unclear expectations 
Difficulty balancing work and non-work commitments 
Long working hours 
Lack of advice and guidance from more senior staff 
Disagreements/conflict with senior management 
Not receiving enough training and development 
Inadequate consultation re organizational or technological change 
Unfair treatment from more senior staff 
Lack of feedback on how you're performing 
Having your work closely monitored 
Dealing with abusive or difficult customers 
Working in noisy areas 
Disagreements/conflict with other employees 
Constant contact with customers 
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50 
44 
41 
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35 
34 
33 
33 
33 
31 
29 
26 
25 
25 
25 
21 
21 
18 
18 
16 
11 
Armstrong, A. (1998) 'A Comparative Analysis: New Public Management - The Way Ahead?" 
A.ustralian journal of Public Administration, 57: 12-24. 
Aulich, C, Halligan, J. and Nutley, S. (eds) (2001) A.ustralian Handbook of Public Sector 
Management. South Melbourne: Unwin. 
Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) (2003) Working Hours and Work Intensification 
Policy. Melbourne: ACTU Congress. 
Beehr, T., King, L. and King, D. (1990) 'Social Support and Occupational Stress: Talking to 
Supervisors', journal of \locatiollai Behavior, 36: 61-81. 
Bechr, T., ]ex, S., Stacy, B. and Murray, M. (2000) 'Work Stressors and Coworker Support as 
Predictors of Individual Strain and Job Performance', journal ofOrgOlzi;:.ationai Behavior, 21: 
391--405. 
1428 The International Journal of Human Resource Management 
Bosma. H., Marmot, M., Hemingway, H., Nicholson, A .. Brunner. E. and Stansfeld. S. (1997) 'Low 
Control and Risk of Coronary Disease in Whitehall II (Prospective Cohort) Study'. British 
lvledical Journal. 314: 558-65. 
Botsman. P. (1990) The Moscow Paper's Privatization. Corporatization and Commercializ.ation: 
The /\ustralian Experience, a paper for the Academy of National Economy, USSR Council of 
Ministers, Moscow. December Sydney: Evatt Foundation. 
Boyne. G.A. (2002) 'Public and Private Management: What's the Difference?', Journal of 
Mal1agement Studies. 39: 97-122. 
Brannon, R.L. (994) 'Professionalization and Work Intensification', Work and OccupatiollS, 21: 
157-79. 
Burke. R. and Leiter, M. (2000) 'Contemporary Organizational Realities and Professional Efficacy: 
Downsizing, Reorganization. and Transition'. In Dewe. P., Leiter. M. and Cox. T (eds) Coping, 
Health al1d Organizations. London: Taylor & Francis, pp. 237-57. 
Burke, R.J. (1976) 'Occupational Stresses and Job Satisfaction'. Journal o.fSocial Psychology, J 00: 
235-44. 
Butler, B.B. (1990) 'Job Satisfaction: Management's Continuing Challenge'. Social Work. March: 
112·-7. 
Caplan, R., Cobb, S., French. J., Harrison, R. and Pinneau. S. (1980) Job Demands and Worker 
Health. The Institute for Social Research. University of Michigan. 
Chandler, 1 .. Ban'Y, J. and Clark, H. (2002) 'Stressing Academe: The Wear and Tear of the New 
Public Management', Human Relations, 55: 1051-69. 
Cooper, c.L. (ed.) (1998) Theories of Organizational Stress. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Cox, T. and Cox, S. (1993) 'Occupational Health: Control and Monitoring of Psychosocial and 
Organisational Hazards at Work'. Journal of the Royal Society o.f Health, 113: 201-5, 
Crank, J. (1991) 'Work Stres, and Job Dissatisfaction in the Public Sector: An Examination of 
Public Safety Directors', Social Science .lournal. 28: 85- loo. 
Currie, G. (2000) 'The Role of Middle Managers in Strategic Change in the Public Sector', Public 
Money and Management, 20: 17 -22. 
Dixon, 1., Kouzmin, A. and Korac-Kakabadse, N. (1996) 'The Commercialisation of the Australian 
Public Service and the Accountability of Government: A Question of Boundaries'. [ntenUltjonal 
Journal of Public Sector Mallagemeltt. 9(5-6): 23-36. 
Dunseath, J., Beehr, T.A. and King, D.W. (1995) 'Job Stress - Social Support Buffering Effects 
across Gender, Education and Occupational Groups in a Municipal Workforce', Review (!f' 
Public Personnel Administration, 15(1): 60-83. 
Dwyer, D. and Ganster. D. (1991) 'The Effects of Job Demands and Control on Employee 
Attendance and Satisfaction', ]ou17lal of Organizational Behavior, 12: 595-608. 
Etzion, D. (1984) 'Moderating Etfect of Social Support on the Stress - Burnout Relationship', 
loumal of Applied Psychology. 69: 615-22. 
Ferlie. E., HU11Iey, J. and Martin. S. (2003) 'Changing Public Service Organizations: Current 
Perspectives and Future Prospects', British Academy ~lManagement, 14: SI-SI4. 
Fox. M.L.. Dwyer, D.J. and Ganster, D.C. t 1993) 'Effect~ of Stressful Job Demands and Control on 
Physiological and Attitudinal Outcomes in a Hospital Setting', Academy of Management 
.loumal. 36: 289-318. 
Giga, S. (200 I) 'The Implied Employment Relationship: Investigating the Effects of Psychological 
Contract Violations on Employee Wellbeing', unpublished PhD dissertation, University of 
Manchester Institute of Science and Technology. 
Goffin, R.D. and Gellatly, J.R. (2000) 'A Multi-rater Assessment of Organizational Commitment: 
Are Self-Report Measures Biased?', Journal of Organizational Behavior, 22: 437-51. 
Goldberg. D. and Williams, P. (1988) GHQ: A User's Guide to the General Health Questionnaire. 
Windsor: NFER-Nelson. 
Golembiewski, R.T .• Boudreau. R.A., SUIl, B-C. and Luo, H. (1998) 'Estimates of BUn10ut in 
Public Agencies: Worldwide, How Many Employees Have Which Degrees of Bumout, and with 
What Consequences?', Public Administration Review, 58: 59-65. 
Noblet et al.: Work characteristics and private-sector employee outcomes 1429 
Green, F. (2002) 'Work Intensification, Discretion and the Decline in Well-being at Work', paper 
presented at the Conference on Work Intensification, Paris. 
Hair, J., Anderson, R, Tatham, R and Black, W. (1998) Multivariate Data Analysis, 5th edn. 
London: Prentice Hall International. 
House. J.S. (1981) Work Stress and Social Support. London: Addison-Wesley. 
Jackson, S. (1983) 'Participation in Decision Making as a Strategy for Reducing Job-Related 
Strain', JOllrnal olApplied Psychology, 68: 3··-19. 
Jaconelli, A. and Sheffield. J. (2000) 'Best Value: Changing Roles and Activities for Human 
Resource Managers in Scottish Local Government', International Journal <!l Public Sector 
Management, 13: 624-44. 
Karasek, R.A. (1979) 'Job Demands, Job Decision Latitude. and Mental Strain: Implications for 
Job Redesign', Administrative Science Quarterly. 24: 285-308. 
Karasek, R. (1985) .lob Content Questionnaire and Users' Guide. University of Massachusetts, 
Department of Work Environment, Lowell. 
Karasek, R. and Them'elL T. (1990) Healthy Work: Stress, Productivity, and the Reconstruction <!l 
Working Lile. New York: Basic Books. 
Karasek, R., Baker, D .. Marxer, F., Ahlbom, A. and Theore-ll, T. (1981) 'Job Decision Latitude, Job 
Demands, and Cardiovascular Disease: A Prospective Study of Swedish Men', American 
.lournal ol Public Health, 71: 694-705. 
Kearney, R.C. and Hays, S.W. (1998) 'Reinventing Government, the New Public Management and 
Civil Service Systems in International Perspective: The Danger of Throwing the Baby Out with 
the Bathwater', Review of Public Personnel Administration, 18(4): 38-54. 
Korunga, c., Scharitzer, D., Carayons, P. and Sainfort, F. (2003) 'Employee Strain and Job 
Satisfaction Related to an Implementation of Quality in a Public Service Organization: A 
Longitudinal Study', Work and Stress, 17: 52-72. 
Leong, Coo Furnham, A. and Cooper, C. (1996) 'The Moderating Effect of Organisational 
Commitment on the Occupational Stress Outcome Relationship', Human Relations, 49: 
1345-63. 
Levi, L. (1996) 'Spice of Life or Kiss of Death'. In Cooper, C.L. (ed.) Handbook <!l Stress. 
Medicine, and Health. New York: CRC Press. 
M(:Grath, J.E. (1976) 'Stress and Behaviour in Organisations'. In DunneUe, M.D. (ed.) Handbook 
of Industrial and Organisational Psychology. Chicago. IL: Rand McNally. 
McHugh, M. and Brennan, S. (1994) 'Managing the Stress of Change in the Public Sector', 
fmemational .lou mal of Public Sector Management, 7: 29-41. 
Morrison, D.E. (1977) 'Stress and the Public Administrator', Public Administration Review, 37: 
407-14. 
Motowidlo, Soo Packard, J. and Manning, M. (1986) 'Occupational Stress: Its Causes and 
Consequences for Job Performance', .lou mal of Applied Psychology, 71: 618-29. 
Noblet, A .. Rodwell, J. and McWilliams, J. (2003) 'Predictors of the Strain Experienced by 
Professional Australian FootbaIlers', .lournal of Applied Sports Psychology, 15: 184-93. 
Osborne, D.E. and Gaebler, T. (1992) Reinventing Government: How the Entrepreneurial Spirit Is 
Transforming the Public Sector. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 
Parker, R. and Bradley, L. (2000) 'Organisational Culture in the Public Sector: Evidence from Six 
Organisations', International Journal of Public Sector Management, 13: 125-41. 
Porter. L.W., Steers, R.M., Mowday, R.T. and Boulian, P.V. (1974) 'Organizational Commitment, 
Job Satisfaction. and Turnover among Psychiatric Technicians', Journal of Applied Psychology, 
59: 603-9. 
Roth, P. (1994) 'Missing Data: A Conceptual Review for Applied Psychologists', Personnel 
Psychology, 47: 537-60. 
Ryan, S. (1993) 'Performance Monitoring and Evaluation: Rationality and Realism', Australian 
.lournal of Public Administration, 52: 252-5. 
Sargent, L.D. and Terry, DJ. (2000) 'The Moderating Role of Social Support in Kara.~ek's Job 
Strain Model', Work and Stress, 14: 245-61. 
1430 The international foumal of Human Resource Management 
Schafer, W. and Toy, D. (1999) 'Managers Are Dealing with Stress - and Thriving', Public 
Manal?ement, 81(6): 29-34. 
Schaubroeck, J. and Fink, L.S. (1998) 'Facilitating and Inhibiting Effects of Job Control and Social 
Support on Stress Outcomes and Role Behavior: A Contingency Model'. lournal of 
Organizational Behavior, 19: 167-95. 
Sparks, K. and Cooper, C. (1999) 'Occupational Differences in the Work-Strain Relationship: 
Towards the Use of Situation-Specific Models', loumal of Occupational and Organizational. 
Psychology. 72(2): 219-28. 
Spector, P. (1992) 'A Consideration of the Validity and Meaning of Self-Report Measures of Joh 
Conditions'. [n Cooper, C. and Robertson, I. (eds) International Review of Industrial and 
Organisational Psvcholol?Y. New York: Wiley, pp. 123-51. 
Tabachnick, B. and Fiddell, L. (1996) Using Multivariate Statistics. New York: HarperCollins. 
Teo, S.T.T., Ahmad, T. and Rodwell, J.J. (2003) 'HR Roles and Organizational Culture 
Congruence: Refonns, Realities and Challenges in Australian Local Government'. Asia Pacific 
lournal o/Human Resources. 41: 298-315. 
Thompson, F. and Miller. H.T. (2003) 'New Public Management and Bureaucracy versus Business 
Values and Bureaucracy', Review of Public Personnel Administration. 23: 328-43. 
Warr, P. (1990) 'The Measurement of Well-being and Other Aspects of Mental Health'. loumal of 
Occupational Psychology. 63: 193-210. 
WalT, P., Cook, J. and Wall. T. (1979) 'Scales for the Mea~urement of Some Work Attitudes and 
Aspects of Psychological Well-being', loumal 0.( Occupatiollal Psychology, 52: 129-48. 
West, J.P. and West. C.M. (1989) 'Job Stress and Public Sector Occupations: Implications for 
Personnel Managers'. Revil'w of Public Persollnel Administration, 9(3): 46-65. 
Yagil. D. (1998) 'If Anything Can Go Wrong It Will: Occupational Stress among Inexperienced 
Teachers', International Journal of Stress MaJUll?eml'lll, 5: 179-88. 
